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R o b ert Van P eu r sem

Historic Districts, the Historic Commission and You
An historic district is an area designated for the protection o f historic sites, build
ings, landmarks, and neighborhoods that serve as a visible reminder o f the history
and cultural heritage o f the area.
Local residents typically create historic districts in an effort to protect these lan d
m arks, to foster civic pride, and to enhance the attractiveness of the com m unity.
Historic districts are typically created at a local level but will often be recognized
at a state and national level as well. Local historic district designation and the
N ational Register historic district program are, however, two significantly different
program s that are independent of each another.
The N ational Register of Historic Places is a federal program adm inistered by the
N ational Park Service in partnership w ith the state governm ents that lists p ro p 
erties individually or as part of a N ational Register district. The State Historic
Preservation Officer (SHPO) of each state adm inisters the program for that state.
In Alabama, the executive director of the A labam a Historical Com m ission (AHC)
serves as the SHPO. The AHC is responsible for conducting state-w ide surveys of
historic properties, coordinating nom inations of eligible properties to the N ational
Register, and conducting environm ental reviews of federal and state projects. The
N ational Park Service makes the final decision on a property’s eligibility for and
listing on the N ational Register.
A district listing on the N ational Register of Historic Places is prim arily honor
ary, acknow ledging that the district has m et established criteria used to determ ine
w hether it is w orthy of preservation for its historic value. National Register listing
does not restrict or obligate the property ow ner in the use of the property unless
the ow ner is seeking federal benefits such as tax credits or grants. These types of
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benefits are described elsewhere in this publication, and are usually lim ited to
incom e-producing properties. However, National Register recognition provides
som e overview protection from federally funded or licensed program s that could
adversely im pact an historic property.
A locally designated historic district is one that is established by the local govern
m ent as w orthy of preservation and that is in com pliance w ith specified criteria
regarding its historic character. The criteria may or may not follow the same stan 
dards as the N ational Register requirem ents, depending upon the local m unicipal
ity. A labam a law enables local governm ents to designate historic sites and districts
and to establish preservation com m issions to prom ote and protect such sites. Upon
a positive recom m endation from the local planning com m ission, the proposal to
becom e an historic district requires a public hearing at the historic preservation
com m ission. Then the city council adopts an ordinance designating the district.
In H untsville and M adison, the local districts are initiated by a m ajority of the
residents w ithin a neighborhood petitioning the city council and local historic
preservation com m ission to form such a district.
Local preservation com m issions have the option of establishing architectural
review boards to review proposed changes w ithin the district. The preserva
tion com m issions of H untsville and M adison serve as the review boards for their
respective districts. Residents w ithin these districts m ust obtain a certificate of
appropriateness from the review board before m aking any exterior changes to their
property. This pertains not only to structural changes and additions, but also to

cosmetic changes such as exterior paint color, roofing, door and window replace
ment, fencing, and major landscaping renovations. All projects involving exterior
dem olition require a certificate of appropriateness. By this process, the com m ission
can ensure that the changes being proposed are appropriate to the special character
of the district.
The process of obtaining a certificate of appropriateness sounds far more daunting
than it actually is. The com m issions typically meet monthly, and have an applica
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tion deadline of two weeks prior to the m eet
ing in order to properly advertise the m eeting
agenda. The applicant can simply fill out the ap 
propriate form obtained from the local inspec
tion departm ent and prepare enough inform a
tion to convey the scope of the proposed project.
T
hat inform ation packet typically will need to
CERTIFICATE OF A PPROPRIA TEN ESS
include a dim ensioned site plan showing bu ild 
Residents of historic districts m ust obtain
ings, driveways and walks, fences and property
a certificate of appropriateness from the
lines; dim ensioned floor plans and exterior
review board before m aking any exterior
elevations indicating existing and proposed
changes to their property.
construction as well as proposed building m ate
rials; and photographs of the existing condi
tions as well as examples of m aterials and design
details to be incorporated into the project. Typically, the m ore visual inform ation
you provide, the fewer questions the com m ission will have. The com m ission m ust
have a visual record of the submission.
A rchitectural review is typically conducted w ith the aid of standards or guide
lines. These guidelines assist the review com m ittee in evaluating what im pact the
proposed addition, renovation or dem olition will have on the historic character
of the property as well as the district. At the conception of m any historic districts,
the guidelines tend to be very general in nature. As the district m atures and, it is
hoped, prospers, these general guidelines will need to be m odified to address the
new issues facing historic preservation as these landm arks adapt to meet the needs
of m odern society. H untsville is currently going through such an evolution of its
guidelines and hopes to have revised standards in 2003. An independent preserva
tion consultant has been hired to update the standards w ith the help and input
from district residents and local preservation enthusiasts.
Residents w ithin an historic district who are planning any exterior m odifications
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should consult w ith the local inspection departm ent to determ ine the requirem ents
for a certificate of appropriateness. In m ost cases, a certificate is required before
a building perm it will be issued. In Huntsville, a building perm it is required for
all stru ctural projects, and any construction over $250 in value, w ith some m inor
exceptions for carpeting, cabinet work and painting. M adison has a $1,000 lim it
w ith sim ilar exceptions. M adison C ounty currently does not have a local desig
nated historic district requiring architectural review, but it does have a building
perm it requirem ent through its
inspection departm ent for all
m odifications of $10,000. Failure

to obtain the necessary permits
and certificates of appropriate
ness may result in a citation from the inspection department punishable as a
misdemeanor and a $500 fine. Current legislation is under consideration to make
this type of violation renewable on a daily basis until the violation is corrected,
making it a $500-per-day fine.

